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ABSTRACT 

This booklet is both an executive summary of 
"Geography for Life: National Geography Standards 1994" and an 
introduction to geography as an essential part of every child's 
education, and as an integral part of the lives of all U.S. citizens. 
The publication is illustrated on every page with photographs, 
paintings, graphs, and maps. It defines the power of geography and 
its beauty as the seeing, understanding, and appreciating of the web 
of relationships among people, places, and environments. 
Understanding geography, the path to competency in geography, and the 
components of geography are discussed. The 18 National Geography 
Scandards are grouped into 6 essential elements: (1) the world in 
spatial terms; (2) places and regions; (3) physical systems; (4) 
human systems; (5) environment and society; and (6) the uses of 
geography. The skills and standards of each element are outlined. 
Using the standards for places and regions for grades K~4, the 
booklet demonstrates how a geography standard works and explains what 
the different parts of the standard and its structure mean. Two 
imperatives drive the National Standards for Geography: (1) 
geographic understanding must be set into a process of lifelong 
learning; (2) geographic understanding must be set into life contexts 
like school, family, society, and occupation. (DK) 
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Geography and 
geography education 
are essential to the future 
of all American children — 
starting nowl 

This publication is both an executive 
summary of Geography for Life: National 
Geography Standards 1994 and an intro- 
duction to geography as a discipline, 
geography as an essential part of every 
child's education, and geography as 
an integral part of the lives of all 
Americans. 

The Geography Education 
Standards Project 



This executive summary was written by 
Anthony R de Souza and Roger M. Downs. 

This publication has been prepared by the 
Geography Education Standards Project as part of 
Geography for Life: National Geography Standards 1994 
with grants from the U.S. Department of Education, 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, and 
the National Geographic Society. 

The grants have been administered by the National 
Council for Geographic Education. 

Grantees undertaking such projects are encouraged 
to express freely their professional judgment. This 
publication, therefore, does not necessarily repre- 
sent positions or policies of the federal government, 
and no official endorsement should be inferred. 
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I By. the year 2000, all students ■' ■ 
will leave grades 4,8, and 12 '" 
"... having demonstrated compet- 
ency over challenging subject 
matter including. . . geography, 
and every school in America 
will ensure that all students 
learn to use their minds well, 
so they may be prepared for 
responsible citizenship, further 
learning, and productive 
mm employment in our Nation's 

■ modern economy. 

m Goals 

■ Educate America Act 
^ m U a W m U u U M Section 102, 1994 






The Power 
of Geography 

By the year 2000, planet Earth will be 
more crowded, the physical environ- 
ment more threatened, natural 
resources more depleted, the global economy 
more competitive, and world events more 
interconnected. Dealing with these challenges 
requires an understanding of geography. 

Geography is the science of space and place 
on Earth's surface. Its subject matter is the 
physical and human phenomena that make 
up the world's environments and places. 
Geography asks us to look at the world as a 
whole, to understand the connections 
between places, to recognize that the local 
affects the global and vice versa. 

The power and beauty of geography lie in 
seeing, understanding, and appreciating the 
web of relationships among people, places, 
and environments. 
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One of geography's constant challenges 
is mapping Earth's surface, taking the 
experience of place and converting it 
into a graphic depiction. At 29,028 feet, 
Mount Everest presents challenges of 
physical access, of cartographic accura- 
cy, and of graphic realization. The earliest 
maps were compiled in 1921 by two 
jjiiitish surveyors, Henry Morshetd and 
liver WhoOoi^l^j ' 
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Understanding 
Geography 

Knowing that Mount Everest is the 
highest peak in the world is not under- 
standing geography; we must know 
why it is the highest peak in the world. We 
must understand why its location as part of 
the Himalaya affects the Indian subcontinent 
in terms of access to water and flooding, and 
political security and conflict. 

The Himalaya were created from the sediments 
of a shallow sea when the Indian subcontinent 
split from Gondwana and crashed into Eurasia, 
crumpling the crust. Uplifting and folding con- 
tinue, so too do weathering and erosion. These 
processes have impacts throughout the north- 
ern Indian subcontinent because major river 
systems— the Ganges-Brahmaputra and the 
Indus— have their headwaters in the Himalaya. 
The eroded material is carried downstream 
fertilizing floodplains, the agricultural base for 
millions of people. Monsoon-caused flooding 
has been exacerbated by the loss of topsoil, a 
result of deforestation and farming practices. 
These upstream-downstream connections spur 
political tensions among countries that share a 
river system. 

To a geographer, Mount Everest, the ecological 
nerve center of the Indian subcontinent, can 
only be understood in its interlinked physical 
and human spatial contexts. 




Not only are rivers' physical systems, : 3 I 
they can al$o be imbued withjxiwetftd 
human meaning. Varanasi (Banaras), ;; 
on the banks of the Ganges River, is one 
of the world's oldest cities and to many 
the religious capital of India. Every year 
tens of thousands of pilgrims visit one 
of the temples at Varanasi and bathe in 
the river. By contrast to Varanasi, which 
preserves the traditions of Hindu India, 
is Calcutta on the delta of the lower 
Ganges. From a small village 300 years 
ago, it has grown to become the largest 
city in India with a population of more 
than 11 million. This bustling, jostling 
city is the center of India's eastern 
industrial region. Situated in the midst 
of a rich rice-prcducing area, Calcutta is 
also subject to periodic flooding. 
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"I must study politics and war 
that my [children] may have 
liberty to study mathematics 
and philosophy. My [children] 
ought to study mathematics 
and philosophy, geography, 
natural history, naval architec- 
ture, navigation, commerce, 
and agriculture, in order to 
give their children a right to 
study painting, poetry, music, 
architecture, statuary, tapestry, 
and porcelain." 

JOHN ADAMS 
letter to Abigail Adams, 
12 May 1780 
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Path to Competency 
in Geography 

The inclusion of geography as a core 
subject in Goals 2000: Educate America 
Act is the culmination of a decade of 
reform in geography education. There is a 
widespread acceptance that being competent 
in geography is essential if students are to 
leave school equipped to earn a decent living, 
enjoy life, and participate responsibly in local, 
national and international affairs. In response, 
educators, parents, as well as members of busi- 
ness, professional, and civic organizations 
have built a national consensus regarding con- 
tent in geography and produced Geography for 
Life: National Geography Standards 1994. 

Standards for geography identify what Ameri- 
can students should learn— a set of voluntary 
benchmarks that every school and school dis- 
trict may use as guidelines for developing their 
own curricula. These standards for grades K-4, 
5-8, and 9-12 specify the essential subject mat- 
ter, skills, and perspectives that all students 
should have in order to attain high levels of 
competency. The standards provide every par- 
ent, teacher, curriculum developer, and business 
and policy leader with a set of challenging 
expectations in geography for all students. 

The purpose of standards for geography is to 
bring all students up to internationally compet- 
itive levels. For the United States to prosper in 
the twenty-first century, the education system 
must be tailored to the needs of productive and 
responsible citizenship in the global economy. 
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These two sequences of images \ 
depict patterns on Earth's surface at 
very different spatial and temporal 
scales. The simple line drawings of 
the world depict the drifting conti- 
nents over hundreds of millions of 
years coalescing and then dividing. 
The four maps of the Susquehanna 
River depict the same place cap- 
tured in the 1980s, in sequence, as a 
geologic map, a regional system, a 
topographic pattern, and a Landsat 
image. Both sequences hdp us to 
answer what is where and how and 
why it got there. In one case, the 
answer lies in fundamental phys- 
ical processes; in the other, in the 
subtle interaction between physical 
and human processes. 
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The Components 
of Geography 

Geography consists of three interrelated 
and inseparable components: subject 
matter, skills, and perspectives. 
The subject matter, a distillation of essential 
knowledge, is the foundation for the National 
Geography Standards. Subject matter is the 
basis on which geographic skills are brought 
to bear. These skills are: asking geographic 
questions, acquiring geographic information, 
organizing geographic information, analyzing 
geographic information, and answering geo- 
graphic questions. Knowledge and skills must 
be viewed from two perspectives: spatial and 
ecological. The spatial perspective focuses on 
spatial patterns and processes on Earth's sur- 
face, and the ecological perspective focuses on 
the complex web of relationships between liv- 
ing and nonliving elements on Earth's surface. 

Mastering any single component of geography 
is not equivalent to mastering geography. The 
components (subject matter, skills, and per- 
spectives) are necessary but not sufficient for 
being geographically competent. None of the 
three elements can stand alone. 
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"Stand a* same pom£ on ffe brink of the 
Grand Canyon where you can overlook 
the river, and the details of the structure, 
the vast labyrinth of gorges of which it is 
composed, are scarcely noticed; the ek- . 
ments are lost in the grand effect, and a 
broad, deep, flaring gorge of many colors 
is seen, But stand down among these 
gorges and the landscape seems to be 
composed of huge vertical elements of. 
wonderful form. Above, it is an open ', 
sunny gorge; below, it is deep and 
gloomy, Above, it is a chasm; below, it 
is a stairway from gloom to heaven" 




The National 
Geography Standard 

Geography looks at Earth as a physical 
object, as a physical environment, and 
as a human place. Geography also asks 
us to lock at the world as a whole, to under- 
stand the connections between places, and to 
recognize that the local affects the global and 
vice versa. 

To build an understanding of a spatially inter- 
connected world, we need to identify the most 
important and enduring ideas in geography 
and to develop a framework that will allow 
students to learn about geography in a logical, 
coherent, and accessible way starting in 
kindergarten and ending in twelfth grade. 

There are eighteen National Geography 
Standards that are grouped into six essential 
elements: 

The World in Spatial Terms 
Places and Regions 
Physical Systems 
Human Systems 
Environment and Society 
The Uses of Geography 
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The Six 

Essential Elements 
of Geography 

By essential we mean that each piece 
is central and necessary: We must look 
at the world in this way. By element 
we mean that each piece is a building block for 
the whole. Each essential element contains a 
number of geography standards. Each standard 
presents a set of ideas and approaches that a 
geographically informed person needs to know 
and understand. 

The World in Spatial Terms 

Geography studies the relationships 
between people, places, and environ- 
ments by mapping information about 
them into a spatial context. 

Places and Regions 

The identities and lives of individuals 
and peoples are rooted in particular 
places and in those human constructs 
^called regions. 

BEST COPY AVAILABLE 
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Physical Systems 

Physical processes shape Earth's 
surface and interact with plant and 
animal life to create, sustain, and 
modify ecosystems. 

Human Systems 

People are central to geography in that 
human activities help shape Earth's 
surface, human settlements and struc- 
tures are part of Earth's surface, and 
humans compete for control of Earth's 
surface. 

Environment and Society 

The physical environment is modified 
by human activities, largely as a conse- 
quence of the ways in which human 
societies value and use Earth's natural 
resources, and human activities are 
also influenced by Earth's physical 
features and processes. 

The Uses of Geography 

Knowledge of geography enables 
people to develop an understanding 
of the relationships between people, 
places, and environments over time — 
that is, of Earth as it was, is, and 
might be. 
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he World 

i Spatial Terms 

e geographically informed person 
ows and understands . . . 

t 

vv to use maps and other geo- 
graphic representations, tools, 
and technologies to acquire, 
process, and report information 
from a spatial perspective. 

2. 

w to use mental maps to organize 
information about people, 
places, and environments in a 
spatial context. 

3. 

w to analyze the spatial organiza- 
tion of people, places, 
and environments on Earth's 
surface. 





Richard Edes Harrison shaped American 
cartography with his arresting images of 
spatial relationships and his eye for graphic 
design. This 1944 map of Europe viewed 
from the southwest challenges our concep- 
tion of what this familiar part of the world 
looks like. Hand-drawn before satellites 
and computers, the ma^ reminds us of 
Earth's curvature, of topography, of the 
pivotal role of the Mediterranean— that - 




shape and reshape how we see our m 
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laces and Regions 

ie geographically informed person 
iows and understands . . . 



e physical and human characteristics 
of places. 

M 

at people create regions to interpret 
Earth's complexity. 

c 

>w culture and experience influence 
people's perceptions of places 
and regions. 
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Despite — or is it because of— its unfamil- 
: iar graphic form, this image captures the 
human settlement of the continental 
United States. The land-water separation 
is only faintly distinguishable, but the 
blazes of light show the essential human 
pattern, the distribution and density of 
■people. The absence of light is equally 
revealing as we can see the outlines of the 
Rockies and the Appalachian Mountains. 
Major cities are clearly distinguishable as 
is the original megalopolis, the giant 
urban region that stretches from Boston to 
Washington, D.C Even the small towns of 
the Midwest and the High Plains are visi- 
ble. Their gridlike pattern is a direct result 
of the township-and-range system. 
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'hysical Systems 

ie geographically informed person 
iows and understands . . . 

% 

e physical processes that shape the 
patterns of Earth's surface. 

e characteristics and spatial 

distribution of ecosystems on 
Earth's surface. 
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Water covers more than 70 percent of 
Earth's surface. Most of it— 97 percent- 
consists of the salt water of the oceans. 
Of the remainder, more than 80 percent 
is locked up in ic ) caps and glaciers. 
Glaciation has been one of the major 
sculptors of Earth's surface. Moving ice 
. abrades the surface, picks up material, 
x and eventually deposits the material 
i along the sides and at the end of the 
v glacier. The resulting features range from 
^mound-like moraines to egg shaped 
{fdnunlins to vast sheets of till and boul- 
der clay. Quite contrary to the ice deserts 
i ihat diaracterizeju^ 
^ - }are areas with a tropical wet 
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[uman Systems 

te geographically informed person 
iows and understands . . . 

IS 

e characteristics, distribution, and 
migration of human populations 
on Earth's surface. 

Jo: 

e characteristics, distribution, 
and complexity of Earth's 
cultural mosaics. 

11. 

e patterns and networks of 

economic interdependence on 
Earth's surface. 

12. 

e processes, patterns, and functions 
of human settlement. 

13. 

•w the forces of cooperation and 

conflict among people influence 

the division and control of 

• Earth's surface. 
O PR 
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Environment 
and Society 

The geographically informed person 
knows and understands . . . 

14. 

how human actions modify the 
physical environment. 

15. 

how physical systems affect human 
systems. 

16. 

the changes that occur in the 

meaning, use, distribution, and 
importance of resources. 
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The Sahel, a vast strip across north- 
central Africa, is menaced by the threat 
of spreading deserts. In a region where 
.rainfall is relatively low and annual 
amounts vary significantly, human 
occupancy caij be precarious. If, as is 
the case, population is growing, then 
the risk of disaster is great. As de- 
mands for wood, food, and water 
increase, so does the pressure on the 
physical environment. If rainfall de- 
clines over a period of years, then 
environmental stresses reach a point 
where the original ecosystem — the 
relationships among soil, biota, and 
climate of the area — is destroyed. And 
the human occupants face the poten- 
tial of famine, disease, and migration. 
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The geographically informed person 
knows and understands . . . 

17. 

how to apply geography to interpret 
the past. 

18. 

how to apply geography to 

interpret the present and plan 
for the future. 
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May 10, 1869, is remembered as the day that the golden 
spikes made the final link in the 2,000-mile transconti- 
nental railroad. Distance, topography, rock structure, 
weather— all of these physical barriers had to be over- 
come by the railroad construction crews. Of equal 
significance was the lack of timber on the plains. For 
each mile of track, 2,400 wooden crossties were used; 
this lumber was transported from back East. In this 
section of track at Green River, Oregon, the rails are 
raised up on wooden crossties, consuming even more 
timber but allowing the track laying to be completed 
more rapidly. The transcontinental railroad exemplifies 
how geography may be used to illuminate the past. 
Similarly geography may be used to illuminate the pre- 
sent and the future— for example, understanding how 
freeways shape people's lives or how diseases spread. 



How a 
Geography 

Standard 
Works 



Each standard is 
grouped within an 
essential element. 

Each standard title 
is a summary of 
what the student 
needs to know and 
understand about a 
specific set of ideas 
and approaches. 

Each standard 
explains.exactly what 
the student should 
know^aiid understand 
after completing a' 
particular grade level. 
In thisxase, at grade 4, 
there are three know- 
ledge statements. 

Each standard states 
what the student < 
should Jbe able to do 
on the basis of this 
knowledge. In this 
case, at grade 4, there 
are four activities, 
each of which is 
exempiified by three 
learning opportunities - 
for students and *. 
teachers. 
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GRADES K-4 



Places and Regions 



► THE PHYSICAL AND HUMAN 
CHARACTERISTICS OF PLACES 



By the end of the fourth grade, the student knows and understands: 

1. The physical characteristics of places (e.g., landforms, bodies of water, 
soil, vegetation, and weather and climate) 

2. The human characteristics of places (e.g., population distributions, settle- 
ment patterns, languages, ethnicity, nationality, and religious beliefs) 

3. How physical and human processes together shape places 



Therefore, the student is able to: 

A. Describe and compare the physical characteristics of places at a variety of 
scales, local to global, as exemplified by being able to 

Observe and describe the physical characteristics of the local community in words 
and sketches, using a data-retrieval chart organized by physical features (e.g., land- 
forms, bodies of water, soils, vegetation) 

Use a variety of visual materials and data sources (e.g., photographs, satellite-pro- 
duced images, pictures, tables, charts) to describe the physical characteristics of a 
region, noting items that have similar distributions (e.g., trees in river valleys) 

Use cardboard, wood, clay, or other materials to make a model of a region that 
shows its physical characteristics (e.g., landforms, bodies of water, vegetation) 

B. Describe and compare the human characteristics of places at a variety of 
scales, local to global, as exemplified by being able to 

Observe and describe the human characteristics of the local community in words 
and sketches, using a data-retrieval chart organized by human features (e.g., type 
of economic activity, type of housing, languages spoken, ethnicity, religion) 
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Use a variety of visual materials, data sources, and narratives (e.g photographs 

S ^ Ch3rtS ' "T 153 ^ St0ri6S) t0 ^ the humanXrSfie^ 

LTv hTve H nSW H er r qU6S ' i0nS Wh6re d ° P 60 ? 16 Hve? What kind * of jobs 
do they have? How do they spend their leisure time? 

Use cardboard, wood, clay, or other materials to make a model of a community that 
shows its human characteristics (e.g., land-use patterns, areas of seZnZnlct 
tions of community services) settlement, loca 

c. Describe and compare different places at a variety of scales, local to 
global, as exemplified by being able to 

Observe and describe the physical and human characteristics of the local communi- 
ty and compare them to the characteristics of surrounding communities or im- 
munities m other regions of the country unities or or com 

Use a variety of graphic materials and data sources (e.g., photographs satellite- 
produced images, tables, charts) to describe the physical a'nd humfn lll^Lcs 
of a region, noting items that have similar distributions (e.g., communit es are 
located on major highways) "»"««> are 

Use cardboard wood, clay, or other materials to make a model of a community that 

efatTon land" T ^ ChMstics '-dforms, bodies of ware "veg 
etation, .land-use patterns, areas of settlement) 8 

d. Describe and explain the physical and human processes that shape the 
characteristics of places, as exemplified by being able to 

Use maps and other graphic materials to describe the effects of physical and human 
processes m shaping the landscape (e.g., the effects of erosio n and deposZn ™ e- 
ahng landforms, the effects of agriculture in changing land use and veg tion the 
effects of settlement on the building of roads) egetation, the 

Draw maps to show the distribution of population in a region with respect to land 
orms, climate, vegetation, resources, historic events, or other physica and human 
characteristics to suggest factors that affect settlement patterns 

c K o e nd P iHn d n a <; ly " l0§ ° f direCti ° n ' te -P e ^ure, precipitation, and general 
cltuni?;^ 6 t0 6XPlain S ° me ° f ^ faCt ° rS ** affe in thelcaT 



GRADES K-4 
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is convinced the 
following areas' 
represent the . 
common core all 
■students should 
master: English 
and language arts, 
mathematics, j 
science, civics, \ 
history, geography, I 
the arts, and 
foreign languages. 
This core defines a 
set of expectations 
students abroad 
are routinely 
expected to meet. 
American students 
can meet them 
as well. 

Prisoners of Time, 
National Education 
Commission on Time 
and Learning, 1994 
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h$ among th^olciest areas of 
aquiry, is being revitalized in 
Hed States at a time when the 
3 being rediscovered through 
10K when the information 
[ted by geographers from the 

> of space to the depths of the 
j is widely recognized as critical 
' human future, and when there 
ong commitment to bring all 
ican students to world-class stan 
Is in this core academic discipline. 
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Geography for Life 

Two imperatives drive the national stan- 
dards for geography. First, geographic 
understanding must be set into a process 
of lifelong learning. There is an inseparable and 
seamless connection among formal educational 
contexts— preschool, K-12 school, college — and 
adult life. Second, geographic understanding 
must be set into life contexts: school, family, 
society, and occupation. 

Therefore, the standards are intended for life: 
lifelong in terms of commitment and life- 
enhancing in terms of purpose. Geography is 
empowering in practical contexts. Geography 
is enriching in helping us to understand our 
personal experiences. 

The National Geography Standards aim to 
create a geographically informed person, 
someone who understands that geography is 
the study of people, places, and environments 
from a spatial perspective. Geographically 
informed persons understand and appreciate 
the interdependent worlds in which they live. 
The study of geography has practical value 
through the application of a spatial view to 
life situations. 



(i I M i | ku'h s u ' NMfONM !■! •. VlM'Mi' v 

(Alb'.U «S"< \K ■ »r«tvifl t AM In tlA'.K JAM( !> A 

I IN t ! . I r TH- .(!» At AlAU PMON/I AG I WMO ■ >• ( 1«U , vA '.< 

m • » Wn ciwsiunrn 



31 



What You Can Do 



Geography is for life in every sense 
of that expression: lifelong, 
life-susiaining, and life-enhancing, 

That's how geography is introduced in 
Geography for Life: National Geography 
Standards 1994. But to make that come 
true for all Americans and all American 
students is going to require a concerted effort 
on the part of us all. 

By "us," I mean not only teachers, school 
officials, and legislators but also parents, stu- 
dents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, people in 
the private sector, people in government, and 
retirees — in other words, everyone. 

What you can do — as one of us — is actively 
support the idea that knowing geography and 
learning geography are vital to the national 
interests and future of the United States. And 
you should be able to find a variety of ways in 
which to express your support. 

For instance, you could start by learning — 
or learning more — about geography and geog- 
raphy education. Try contacting your local 
school board or state department of education, 
calling the geography department at a nearby 
college or university, looking for materials at 
the local library, taking a geography course, or 
requesting additional information from the 
Geography Education Standards Project. 

You could then get more deeply involved 
by, say, studying the National Geography 
Standards (see the accompanying ordering 
information) and — if you agree with their pur- 
pose and substance — by getting involved in the 
community dialogue that is inevitably going to 
be an integral part of the process of translating 
these standards into curricula. 

Please bear in mind that, if our country is to 
succeed in the global arena of the twenty-first 
century, geography must be taught as rigorous- 
ly here as it is in other countries. That's why the 
standards have been designed to challenge 
American students — and also, we trust, inspire 
them. 

Whatever you do, please do something. 
The Americans of the twenty-first century will 
thank you. ^ 

Anthony R.de Souza, Executive Director 




The Geography Education 
Standards Project 

The project is a collaborative venture of the American 
Geographical Society, the Association of American 
Geographers, the National Council for Geographic 
Education, and the National Geographic Society. 
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Hoio to Obtain the Complete Edition 

of the National Geography Standard*: 

Geography for Life: 

National Geography Standards 1994 

(product #01775-12160, 272 pages, paperbound) 

For fewer than 10 copies: US $9, Canada C \n $16, 
all other countries US $20. For 10 or more copies: 
US $8, Can $1 5, all other countries US $19 Postage 
and handling included. 

Send your check and a written request with product 
number and your name, institution, and address to. 

N AT ION A L G fcOC iKAPI U SOC IH \ , 

P.O. Box 1640, Washington, D.C 20013-1640. USA. 
Credit card holders mav call 
1-800-368-2728 (8 am-^30 pm, is;). 
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